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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS 
This piece revisits my 2012 article for Sikh Formations titled ‘From 3HO; Kundalini Yoga; Sikh 
Maharaj to Mahan Tantric,’ which gave a revised history of Yogi Dharma; Yogi Bhajan 


Bhajan’s Kundalini Yoga, and narrates its reception and influence 
in subsequent years, especially since 2020 with revelations of 
abuse by Yogi Bhajan and within 3HO institutions. It argues that 
‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ played a role as both a threat to 
legitimacy and then a tool of crisis management for 3HO, and the 
reception of the article highlights the importance of Yogi Bhajan’s 
yoga and claimed titles during the longer history of 3HO through 
the present moment. 


In 2012, an article I wrote for a special issue of Sikh Formations dedicated to the Healthy, 
Happy, Holy Organization (3HO) was published. It was titled “From Maharaj to Mahan 
Tantric: The Construction of Yogi Bhajan’s Kundalini Yoga’ and offered a radically 
different understanding of the unique yoga and titles claimed by Yogi Bhajan. Little 
did I know then what kind of impact the article would have or the dramatic upheavals 
that would later occur within 3HO. In the intervening eleven years since its publication, 
‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ has been downloaded over 100,000 times and trans- 
lated into six languages: Danish, French, Italian, Polish, Russian, and Spanish. Several 
years ago, long-running rumors of abuse and mistreatment within 3HO institutions 
and directly at the hands of Yogi Bhajan - including, but not limited to rape, physical 
abuse, financial exploitation, and fraud - went public because of numerous memoirs, 
articles, podcasts, documentaries, social media posts, and reports and reparation pro- 
grams commissioned by 3HO. 

For this piece, I will give updates to my research on the subject of the original article 
and chart its role in the ongoing history of 3HO, especially over the last few years. While 
my findings remain unchanged, my understanding of the importance of those findings 
has changed. The construction of Yogi Bhajan’s yoga and titles were not only more foun- 
dational to 3HO than I first thought, but they shaped 3HO’s recent history as both a 
threat to the legitimacy of the organization, and ironically, a way to maintain the legiti- 
macy of the organization. Finally, since authors are almost always left with their publi- 
cations as fixed and final statements regardless of their continued research or outside 
critique, I would like to thank Sikh Formations and its editors for this uncommon 


CONTACT Philip Deslippe @) pdeslippe@ucsb.edu 
© 2024 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 


Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com 


2 @) P.DESLIPPE 


opportunity to revisit ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ in the pages of the same journal 
in which it first appeared. 


Swamis, sants, and the golden chain 


‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ had two main conclusions. The first was that unlike the 
claims made by 3HO and Yogi Bhajan himself, his Kundalini Yoga was not an ancient 
practice tied to the Sikh tradition and transmitted in secret prior to his arrival in the 
West. Rather, it was a bricolage of elements from several of Yogi Bhajan’s teachers, pri- 
marily the physical practice of Stiksma Vyayama from the Hindu yoga teacher Swami 
Dhirendra Brahmachari and the mantras, persona, and claimed lineage of the Sikh 
sant Maharaj Virsa Singh. My main source for this conclusion was Yogi Bhajan 
himself. The origins of Kundalini Yoga were what he said they were after he first 
arrived in the United States. 

The second conclusion was that Yogi Bhajan radically shifted his claims about his 
lineage in the aftermath of a tumultuous trip to India he took with approximately 
eighty of his American students from December 1970 to March 1971. Upon his return 
to the United States, Yogi Bhajan claimed Sikh religious authority as the ‘Siri Singh 
Sahib’ and tantric mastery with the singular title of Mahan Tantric. Further, he described 
his spiritual training at the hands of a man named Sant Hazara Singh to the exclusion of 
his previously acknowledged teachers. 

After the publication of ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric,’ I continued to conduct 
research on the origins of Yogi Bhajan’s Kundalini Yoga. My subsequent findings sup- 
ported the conclusions of the original article, but three findings in particular are signifi- 
cant and worth mentioning here. 

First, as evidence for the influence of Swami Dhirendra Brahmachari on Yogi Bhajan’s 
Kundalini Yoga, I noted in my original article the reworking of a chapter from Dhirendra’s 
1965 book into one of Yogi Bhajan’s ‘kriyas’ a decade after. With time, I have come to see 
books as not just evidence of the influences on Yogi Bhajan’s system, but as a direct source in 
themselves. Yogi Bhajan was likely taking significant material directly from books on yoga 
published in India during the mid-1960s, some of which were mentioned in a posthu- 
mously published collection of photographs and poetry (Khalsa 2003). These titles, along 
with other evidence, also suggest a strong influence from Swami Sivananda Saraswati of 
the Divine Life Society and his student Satyananda Saraswati of the Bihar School of Yoga. 

Second, Swami Dev Murti, who Yogi Bhajan claimed as one of his teachers in 1970 for 
an article in the 3HO publication Beads of Truth (Khalsa 1970), seems to be the source of 
many distinct exercises within Kundalini Yoga such as fist pumps, shoulder shrugs, and 
the sequence of exercises used to come out of savasana, and he should be considered as a 
significant influence on Yogi Bhajan’s system alongside Swami Dhirendra Brahmachari 
and Maharaj Virsa Singh. 

Third, there were a number of Punjabi Sikh yoga teachers in the United States starting 
in the 1920s (Deslippe 2016) whose presence not only undercuts the idea of Yogi Bhajan 
as a unique Sikh pioneer who taught yoga to Americans, but provides another likely 
direct influence on Yogi Bhajan in the figure of Bhagwan Singh Gyanee, who as ‘Yogi 
Bhagvan’ taught what he called “Humanology’ fifty years before Yogi Bhajan used the 
same term and went under a similar moniker. 
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At first, I assumed that my article was simply a matter of historical scholarship, but 
soon after its publication the revised understanding of Yogi Bhajan’s Kundalini Yoga pre- 
sented in “From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ began to influence various Kundalini Yoga 
lineages. Joseph Michael Levry, a student of Yogi Bhajan, shored up his preexisting con- 
nections to Maharaj Virsa Singh by quickly adding the Shukshma Viyama of Swami 
Dhirendra Bramachari to create what he called ‘Shakti Naam Yoga.’ 

A few years later, I was contacted by self-described ‘independent’ Kundalini Yogi tea- 
chers Ravi Singh and Ana Brett who had read the article. They later used its description of 
the historical sources for Yogi Bhajan’s Kundalini Yoga in their 2018 book Life in the Vast 
Lane. In 2019, a Kundalini Yoga teacher named Jivan Mukhta Singh (né Juan Francisco 
Lafontaine) traveled to the ashram of the late Baba Virsa Singh and then released a series 
of classes upon his return in which he enfolded Baba Virsa Singh into the lineage and 
supposed Golden Chain of Yogi Bhajan’s yoga in an ahistorical manner that ignored 
the distinct differences between the two and their decisive rift in 1970. 

Beyond the two main figures of Dhirendra and Virsa Singh, there were also attempts to 
bolster the figure of Sant Hazara Singh that Yogi Bhajan claimed as his teacher from 1971 
onward. When my article was published in 2012, I said that it was ‘highly improbable’ that 
the Sant Hazara Singh described by Yogi Bhajan existed. I was then aware of several figures 
named Hazara Singh who differed greatly from the stories told by Yogi Bhajan: one of the 
first two martyrs of the Gurdwara Reform Movement who died in 1921, another who super- 
vised the building of the Gurdwara in Taraori in 1970, and a modest, uneducated sant from 
the village Chhote Ghuman. At the time of publication, however, I was unaware of the his- 
torical figure of Sant Hazara Singh Chinna from the Bidhi Chand Dal. 

About seven years ago, Shanti Kaur Khalsa from 3HO published several pieces (2017, 
2017b) on Sant Hazara Singh Chinna (Unkown-1972) of the Bidhi Chand Dal after she 
encountered his grandson Karanbir Singh Chhina and Baba Partap Singh, who knew 
Sant Hazara Singh Chinna as a child, in the Punjab. While these pieces gave historical 
detail to Sant Hazara Singh Chhina, they did little to establish him as the Sant Hazara 
Singh that Yogi Bhajan spoke of as his teacher and the one who bestowed upon him 
the titles of Master of Kundalini Yoga and Mahan Tantric. Some details in these 
pieces contradicted that possible connection, such as when Baba Partap Singh told 
Shanti Kaur that Sant Hazara Singh Chhina would ‘never utter a harsh word or break 
any heart’ which went against Yogi Bhajan’s descriptions of being taught by a Sant 
Hazara Singh who was unusually strict and harsh. 

Most importantly, Shanti Kaur’s writings lacked any details about Sant Hazara Singh 
Chinna’s alleged mastery and teaching of yoga and tantra, which would have not only been 
a primary concern for her and her audience, but also unavoidable if the accounts given by 
Yogi Bhajan of a large yoga school that hosted hundreds of students (including a Tibetan 
lama) and existed for at least a decade were true. Shanti Kaur deferred any explanation of 
this absence by saying that, ‘this is part of the story that, by Guru’s grace, is yet to unfold.’ 

In May of 2023, that part of the story did unfold. Baba Avtar Singh, the current head of 
the Bidhi Chand Dal, was asked directly about the matter in person while staying in 
northern California. He flatly stated that he knew of no connection between Sant 
Hazara Singh Chinna and yoga.’ I still maintain, over a decade later, and after these 
new insights into Sant Hazara Singh Chhina and writings from Shanti Kaur, that it is 
highly improbable that the figure Yogi Bhajan claimed to be his teacher from 1971 
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onward ever existed. Yogi Bhajan chose to weave his origin myth around a historical 
figure named Sant Hazara Singh Chinna and not out of whole cloth from a fictitious 
character named Sant Hazara Singh. 


Reckonings 


Within a review essay I wrote for the journal Nova Religio in 2018, I noted that with yoga 
and guru-focused religious movements, there was a porous boundary between scholarly 
work, popular writing, and the subjects themselves. When scholarly work on these sub- 
jects ‘proffers criticism or reappraisal,’ I commented, ‘it can demand a reckoning from 
adherents and the public in ways that critiques from ex-members or skeptics cannot.’ 
Although it was not the only example of this phenomenon, I had my own 2012 Sikh 
Formations article in mind and the reckoning it had caused as the roles of Dhirendra, 
Virsa Singh, and Sant Hazara Singh were adjusted and reappraised in light of Yogi 
Bhajan’s claims to his Kundalini Yoga becoming untenable. 

Less than two years later in 2020, there would be a much larger reckoning for 3HO and 
Yogi Bhajan’s legacy as dozens and then hundreds of women and then children began to 
come forward and describe the various forms of abuse that they suffered for decades in 
3HO ashrams in the United States, boarding schools in India, and directly at the hands of 
Yogi Bhajan. 

Initially in 2012, I thought that the publication of ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ 
would be both the first and last writing I would do on Yogi Bhajan and 3HO, but as 
events unfolded in 2020, that changed. I wrote a post for Sacred Matters on the response 
to revelations of abuse in 3HO and another article for The Revealer on the role unusual 
meditation experiences had in keeping people within the organization (2021, 2023). 

My co-author Stacie Stukin and I wrote a piece for the newswire Religion News Service 
on the report by An Olive Branch, a third-party commissioned by 3HO about accusations 
of abuse against Yogi Bhajan (2020). Two years later, we wrote an investigative feature for 
Baaz News on the title of ‘Siri Singh Sahib,’ the corporate structure of 3HO, and how the 
title and structure facilitated abuse (2022). Between the two of us, this all added up to 
conducting hundreds of interviews and informal conversations and reviewing thousands 
of documents over several years. 

My reporting with Stacie Stukin, along with the recent revelations, have caused me to 
see the two main conclusions of ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ as much more impor- 
tant than I originally thought. The provenance of Kundalini Yoga and the legitimacy of 
Yogi Bhajan’s titles had real and significant consequences. For decades, nearly everyone 
who joined 3HO first came to the organization through Kundalini Yoga. And while it is 
certainly possible to see the titles claimed by Yogi Bhajan as absurd, those titles shored up 
his authority among his followers. One early member of 3HO we interviewed said that 
Yogi Bhajan was unquestionable and thought of ‘like the Pope.’ 

The origins of the yoga and titles were important enough for many current and former 
members to make connections between my conclusions in 2012 and the revelations of 
abuse and misconduct in 2020. For some, doubts about the yoga and titles helped 
them to believe the testimony of survivors, and conversely, the accounts of abuse 
caused others to go back to the Sikh Formations article and look at claims made about 
Yogi Bhajan and his Kundalini Yoga with a new skepticism. 
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Ironically, the same conclusions of ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ that caused an 
uproar among members of 3HO when it was first published - Kundalini Yoga was not a 
distinct lineage, rather it was a composite of elements from other teachers - also became a 
useful tool of crisis management for the organization as a way to ‘separate the teacher 
from the teachings.’ Instead of a dominant and unavoidable singular authority and 
master within a distinct lineage, Kundalini Yoga as a composite practice from many 
sources allowed the now problematic figure of Yogi Bhajan to be lessened and moved 
out of the foreground. 

More than anything in recent years, 3HO and many of its teachers have used Kunda- 
lini Yoga as the main reason for the organization to continue. As studios and websites 
removed Yogi Bhajan’s image and name and added disclaimers and apologies, they pro- 
moted Yogi Bhajan’s yoga as something beneficial to the public at large and those who 
teach it. The implied or explicit conclusion of Kundalini Yoga allegedly reducing the 
risk for Alzheimer’s disease or of teacher training programs allowing people to find 
their purpose and serve humanity was that the good outweighed the bad. Critiques of 
the organization, by this logic, should be tempered so that the proverbial baby is not 
thrown out with the bathwater. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the threat to the business of Kundalini Yoga posed by the 
scholarly criticism in ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ was countered in kind by 
3HO. They highlighted scientific work such as the studies on Kundalini Yoga from the 
medical doctors Sat Bir Singh Khalsa and Dharma Singh Khalsa. In May 2020, I was 
approached to be part of a small group that would re-write the historical “Roots of 
Kundalini Yoga’ chapter in the Level One Teacher’s Training manual for the Kundalini 
Research Institute. After I expressed that I would only do so if all involved, including 
myself, gave approval of the final draft, I did not hear anything further about the propo- 
sal. Later, the Kundalini Research Institute through Dr. Nirinjan Khalsa-Baker 
approached several graduates of the Yoga Studies MA program at Loyola Marymount 
University and financially sponsored them to write papers on Kundalini Yoga and 
Yogi Bhajan’s teachings. 

One of these commissioned pieces was titled “Bhajan’s Yoga: The Roots and Context of 
Kundalini Yoga as Taught By Yogi Bhajan’ by Rob Zabel, a sprawling 100-plus-page 
paper that did not pass through blind peer review or get published in an academic 
venue, but rather was uploaded directly to the platform Academia.edu and then pro- 
moted by the Kundalini Research Institute (2021).” ‘Bhajan’s Yoga’ had two main argu- 
ments. The first was that borrowing, repurposing, and combining is endemic to modern 
yoga, and so there was nothing unusual or problematic about Yogi Bhajan’s bricolage 
that he called Kundalini Yoga. Looking for purity or authenticity in forms of modern 
yoga, Zabel argued, is essentially a fool’s errand. Ironically, the second argument was 
an undertaking of that same fool’s errand for authenticity. Zabel suggested that Yogi 
Bhajan was connected to a previously secret Sikh yoga tradition called Sher Yoga. 

Zabel’s source for the Sher Yoga tradition was a single person, a young Punjabi Sikh 
from the United Kingdom named Guvinder Singh who claimed to be a member of it and 
‘have access to several personal possessions of the late Lilanpo’ (41, n64). Lilanpo was, 
according to Yogi Bhajan’s telling, a Tibetan Lama who came to the Punjab to study Kun- 
dalini Yoga and White Tantric Yoga with Sant Hazara Singh, and eventually received the 
title of Mahan Tantric, a singular master of tantric energy, before he died and passed that 
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title onto Yogi Bhajan ethereally in the Spring of 1971. Neither Zabel nor Guvinder Singh 
provided any secondary evidence for these claims of a Sher Yoga lineage, only notes of 
personal communication between themselves and mentions of forthcoming publications 
from Guvinder that have never been released after several years. 


Conclusion 


In the conclusion of my 2012 article, I struck an overly simplistic and conciliatory tone as 
a way to soften the impact of the thirteen previous pages that unraveled the claims of 
Kundalini Yoga’s history and Yogi Bhajan’s titles. I said that the experience of prac- 
titioners was ‘perhaps ... the most honest and fruitful vantage from which to view Kun- 
dalini Yoga. If I regret anything about ‘From Maharaj to Mahan Tantric’ it was this 
championing of personal experience. My conclusion was naive, both in its understanding 
of how experience worked within 3HO and in its understanding of religious experience 
itself. 

Religious experience is popularly understood as something pure, irreducible, and 
unmediated, but scholars have long noted that religious experience is complex. People 
understand their experiences through the filters of belief, doctrine, culture, the particu- 
larities of their religious community, and their own lives. It was not possible, as I 
suggested in my conclusion, to segregate my two conclusions: what Kundalini Yoga 
was and who Yogi Bhajan claimed to be. The experiences of Kundalini Yoga practitioners 
were inseparable from the claims made by Yogi Bhajan. His followers understood their 
practice over the course of years or decades, or in the profundity of their occasional 
ecstatic moments, through their belief in Kundalini Yoga as part of an ancient lineage, 
connected to the historical religious tradition of Sikhi, and transmitted through 
someone alleging to be a yogic master, Mahan Tantric, Siri Singh Sahib, and PhD. 

For many people who were born into 3HO, their experiences of Kundalini Yoga were 
mediated through trauma and neglect. They were placed into ‘corrective’ yoga postures 
as punishment or punished for not doing yoga and meditation as prescribed by Yogi 
Bhajan. To assume or exclusively see Kundalini Yoga as a practice that is freely engaged 
in for self-directed aims ignores the experiences of hundreds of people born into 3HO. 
It also neglects part of the wider history of yoga. As Jacqueline Hargreaves noted in a 
2017 piece for The Luminescent on the use of postural punishment in Indian schools, 
‘the line between a corporal punishment and a yoga posture becomes as thin as the histori- 
cal one between tapas and yoga. The distinction is a matter of context and interpretation.’ 

The experiences of many other Kundalini Yoga practitioners, certainly some of the 
most vocal and influential teachers, were mediated through money. When writing 
about yoga, it has become a necessary cliché to foreground it by way of its size and world- 
wide presence, but underneath route phrases as ‘billion-dollar global industry,’ there are 
the basic mechanics of business and promotion. According to the Kundalini Research 
Institute, in 2021 when individuals and 3HO were trying to balance the promotion of 
Kundalini Yoga with Yogi Bhajan’s abuse and misconduct, there were 800 teacher trai- 
ners and 200 annual certification programs in his yoga that were generating millions of 
dollars in revenue. It would be shortsighted to not see that many statements made over 
the last four years which spoke to someone’s personal experience with Kundalini Yoga or 
suggesting that others primarily rely on their own personal experiences, were coming 
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from people whose careers and income depended upon Yogi Bhajan’s teachings and con- 
tinuing to make them palatable to the public. 

Perhaps the most naive aspect of my suggestion that the experience of Kundalini Yoga 
practitioners was ‘the most fruitful vantage point’ from which to understand it was not 
understanding the immense power that personal experience played and continues to play 
for current and former members of 3HO. Wayne Proudfoot noted in his 1985 book 
Religious Experience that because religious experience is seen as pure and irreducible, 
it has an authority of its own that resists being dismissed, even from outside explanations 
such as science, metaphysics, or even morality (xiii-xiv). Religious experience has even 
more authority among New Age and metaphysical seekers like those within 3HO, who 
place a particularly strong emphasis on their accomplishments, personal experiences, 
and individual ‘spiritual journey’ (Hervieu-Leger 2001). 

Proudfoot’s theory about the authority of religious experience has a sobering appli- 
cation to 3HO. Experiences as small as seeing lights across a room or fleeting feelings 
of euphoria were enough to keep some people in 3HO long after they learned that 
Yogi Bhajan and others were committing abuse and misconduct, and in some cases, 
harming those close to them. Experience could not only stand up to scientific or rational 
explanations, but when seen as evidence of Yogi Bhajan’s claimed supernatural abilities, 
it could overpower morality, decency, and common sense. Even more mundane experi- 
ences, such as practicing daily sadhana and incorporating the elements of Yogi Bhajan’s 
prescriptive lifestyle to his followers, had the ability to provide a general cover for the 
organization as a whole and its leadership, making numerous early allegations of 
abuse harder to believe for both insiders and the general public. 

In the spring of 2020, as allegations of abuse regarding Yogi Bhajan continued to pile 
up and included rape, sexual battery, grooming of underage girls, sexual harassment, 
physical assault, and shocking for a self-professed leader of Sikhs in the West, ordering 
his female secretaries to shave their body hair, I was quoted for Los Angeles Magazine 
saying that these scandals would leave his legacy as ‘toxic’ and Yogi Bhajan remembered 
as a ‘Harvey Weinstein or a Jerry Sandusky of yoga.’ Although I was sure that there would 
be irreparable damage to his form of yoga, it continues to be widely practiced. Teacher 
trainings continue and many of the same people who apologized, expressed sadness and 
shock, or cut ties with the organization have returned to fold and have resumed teaching 
the yoga and participating in 3HO-sponsored events and training. 

Perhaps the main force behind that continuation has been people’s experience with 
Kundalini Yoga, experience that has been framed and shaped by Yogi Bhajan and the 
organization, experience tied to money, and experience that can overlook the suffering 
of others and historical evidence regarding the yoga itself. The rhetorical question that 
I repeatedly asked on podcasts and in interviews, “Who would continue to promote 
the made-up yoga of a serial rapist?’ had a sobering answer. A lot of people. 


Notes 


1. Personal communication between Tejpaul Singh Bainiwal and Baba Avtar Singh on the 
morning of 16 May 2023, at Gurdwara Sri Guru Hargobind Sahib Ji in French Camp, California. 
2. The suspicions of many that the aim of Zabel’s paper was to undermine me as a scholar and 
my 2012 article in Sikh Formations were made explicit. On the online collaborative platform 
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Basecamp, Zabel announced its release by telling fellow members that ‘if enough people visit 
it, it may eventually start coming up before Philip Deslippe and Trilochan Singh’s papers on 
google.’ Soon after on social media, he described me as “a former member channeling (his) 
anger into polemical attacks’ with ‘zero understanding of the history of either Sikhism or 
Modern Postural Yoga.’ 
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